



































































§  4.2 Conceptual framework and literature review
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to become eligible for reciprocal services in care. Secondly, with the same amount of 
initial transfer, more reciprocity would be expected if a welfare state is not in place; but 
if it is, seniors can accumulate assets while most of their future expenses are covered. 
They may be willing to give the “extra” wealth to their children without expectation 
of future return (Cao 2006). If their own financial security is precarious, however, 
they will have greater expectations of return. And they will also arrange the transfer 
more strategically; for example, they could give funds to the child who is more likely to 
become the source of later support (Henretta et al. 1997; Izuhara 2002; Grundy 2005).
FIGure 4.1 Conceptual framework of chapter 4
§  4.2.2 Reciprocity in intergenerational transfer
The function of reciprocity has been studied by anthropologists, initially to explain 
interactions between human societies and later to explain interactions at the micro-
scale. According to Gouldner (1960), “reciprocity” is grounded in the mutual exchange 
of goods and services; it obligates people to “help those who have helped them” and 
“not injure those who have helped them” (p171). The closer the relationship of the 
participants, the more “generalized” the reciprocity, which represents an indefinite 
reimbursement period, undefined equivalency of return, and low self-interest (Sahlins 
1972). The relationship between parents and children, which is very close, is one in 
which long-term reciprocity would apply. In parenting, adults raise and nurture their 
offspring during childhood; in reciprocity, children provide care and support for their 
parents during old age (Finch and Mason 1993). Quantitative studies of long-term 
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MALE FEMALE COUPLE TOTAL N. TRANS-
FERS 
RECEIVED
Local urban 4 2 2 8 5
Urban immigrants 3 2 1 6 3
Rural immigrants 4 2 2 8 3
TABLE 4.2  Summary of participating parents
TOTAL N. TRANSFERS PROVIDED
Local 6 3
Immigrants 3 3
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initiated by the parents. The next section presents narratives from the adult children in 
response.









“We only have one child. Our assets will be his sooner or later. Why wait to give it to him 
after our death? He won’t be happy that way.” (Case P3, female, 54, housewife)
“My wife and I will pass away in the future. If we transfer the ownership in the future, 




















“But if the parents couldn’t afford it, the children should not push them.” (Case P5, 




“[If the parents choose to keep their savings instead of helping in the children’s home] 
they wouldn’t ask for children’s help [if they need money for health treatment]. Or if 
they asked but the children refused, they shouldn’t blame the children for this.” (Case 










“I think my son is quite filial. He calls me quite often. And they come to have dinner 
every weekend. He cares about me. I think that is enough. Nowadays young people are 
stressed. We should be considerate.” (Case P4, a mom, 61, retired sales employee)
“We only have one daughter. All our belongings will belong to her after we pass away. 
But if we are ill and need money for treatment, she should be the one going out and 




“It depends on their ability. If the children are able to help financially, they help 
financially; if they are able to help emotionally, they help emotionally.” (Case P1, female, 
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return. Vice versa, when parents choose to keep their savings to themselves, they are 
prepared to cover their old-age expenses out of their own pocket.
“Your parents helped you with ‘all they can give (qinqisuoyou, 倾其所有)’ when you 
were in need, now they need your help and you should help your parents with all you 








“We helped a little bit when our first daughter got married. We should do the same thing 
for the second daughter.” (Case P5, female, 55, waitress)
“I think parents should be equal, at least publicly, like one of my friends’ parents did. 
Her mother divided her wealth equally into three shares and each of the siblings got 
one.” (Case P3, female, 54, housewife)
“We only have one child. So we don’t need to, like the families with more than one child, 
to worry about giving the money to this one or that one? Or about what if the children 




“To live close to the parents, to get married, or to have a child or something? Usually 
parents won’t have requests like that. If the parents have such requests, the child won’t 
be happy.” (Case P3, female, 54, housewife)
“Our motive as parents is just to prevent the man from looking down upon my daughter 
or putting financial pressure on my daughter. But their life is their life. How they arrange 











“I think [asking parents to provide] a marriage home is unreasonable. When our 
generation got married, we all lived in the work units’ property. We all depended on 
ourselves and we were never thinking about asking a penny from our parents.” (Case P3, 
age 50, female, housewife)
“We do not have the ability to help my son. We are in the salaried class. Our income is 
limited. So I told him: you aim for what you are able to achieve. If you want to buy a 
home, you take a mortgage loan and you need to make sure you have the ability to repay 
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previous immigrants more concerned about their future security and more willing to 
invest in their children’s reciprocity.
“My husband worked in Chongqing for many years. I just came out recently. We need 
to prepare some money for aging. We helped our first daughter a little bit in their home 
purchase and we wish to do the same for our second daughter.” (Case P8, female, age 
58, waitress in a restaurant)
“I think a marriage home is necessity. Without a home, my son’s life is unstable and I 
would be worried. This is my responsibility. … Since I have the ability, I must help my 
son. I may take an extra job or work harder to get the money.” (Case P7, female, 58, 
manager in a beauty salon)







“After I finished decorating the dwelling, my mom came to live with me occasionally. 
My dad joined her after retirement. After they got used to living in Chongqing, they sold 
their property in our hometown…. This apartment, although the ownership is registered 
under my name, it is also their property.” (Case 13, female, 34, designer)
“My parents gave me all their money. After the transfer, they moved in with us. And we 
are also paying for all their expenses. In this way, they own part of the dwelling. They feel 









“What we spent is actually our parents’ pension money. If we spent it all, then we 
should take care of the age cost of our parents.” (Case 06, male, 32, administrative staff 
employee)
“My parents didn’t expect more filial duties and I didn’t behave in a more filial way. 





“I think if the parents paid the money, they of course have some discourse rights. … If 
you don’t want such intervention, you shouldn’t ask for help from the beginning. There 
are those young people, they feel stressed. And they are willing to give up something in 




“It depends on the situation of the child, if this child is filial, listens to the instructions of 
parents. If he works and he needs a home for marriage, and if also the parents can afford 
it, in this situation, I think the parents can help.” (Case 27, male, 25, self-employed 
hairdresser)
“After I sell the dwelling [my parents helped me buy], I give my parents’ money back 
to them. This money is theirs after all. I think in this way, they feel safer. If I need this 
money in the future, I can negotiate with them again. I have confidence. If I am about to 
use this money for a good reason, they will give me this money again.” (Case 07, male, 
31, manager in a department store)
“I have this idea of asking for help from my parents to buy a better dwelling for us for a 
long time. But because my relationship with my father is not very good, I am reluctant 
to make the request. Thanks to our relatives’ persuasion, we did this. … My father had 
requested to add his name as the owner. But I told him it would be costly to transfer 
ownership in the future and they have to trust me. And I told them, no matter if we sold 
or rented out our old dwelling, the income would be theirs. In this way, they secured 
their pension resources and they relaxed.” (Case 04, male, 40, engineer)
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“If they couldn’t help me at that moment, then I would have no home now. I might be 
unhappy, but it wouldn’t affect my filial duty to them.” (Case 13, female, 34, designer)
“If parents prefer to save for themselves rather than help their children, they should 
lower their expectations with regard to the help they would receive from young people. 
The rights and the responsibilities, they should be equivalent.” (Case 00, male, 36, 
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